Japanese Foods Near You
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— Foods Used as Coating Material
(Persimmon) —

Autumn is harvesting season. In addition to rice,
many crops, including a variety of potatoes and fruits,
are harvested, and appetites pick up as the autumn
breeze drifts in and the weather becomes moderate.

In the suburbs, it is typical to see fruit-laden
persimmon trees against a clear, blue sky. Persimmons
are said to be the king of all fruits. Sweet persimmons
are eaten as they are for snacks and dessert, while
astringent persimmons can be enjoyed in many different
ways. For example, they can be ripened, hand-dried, or
treated with alcohol, carbon dioxide, or heat to remove
their astringency.

Have you ever mistakenly bitten into an astringent
persimmon that you thought was a sweet persimmon?
With one bite, the astringent taste will fill your mouth
and cause you to pucker your face for a little while.
However, astringent persimmons are not all bad. The
juice extracted from them has a naturally coagulating
quality, and has been used widely as a strengthening or
waterproofing coating since the ancient Heian Period
(8th — 12th century).

Shibusen, a type of Japanese folding fan, is made with
Japanese paper that is dyed a certain color and coated
with persimmon juice before it is pasted onto the frame
of the fan. The persimmon juice strengthens the paper
and makes it crisp. It also gives the fan a special gloss
that creates a uniquely attractive texture.

Persimmon juice was also used in making the bangasa
umbrella. Most umbrellas sold today are made of cloth,
nylon, or plastic, and in the event of sudden rain, they
can be purchased at convenience stores for prices in the
range of 500 to 1,000 yen. In olden days, however, people
took shelter from the rain under a bangasa, which was
made with paper coated with persimmon juice. The
patter of raindrops hitting and bouncing off the bangasa
had a soothing effect that almost made people forget the
dismal rain. Unfortunately though, the bangasa are
hardly seen anymore.

In architecture, the pillars of a house used to be coated
with persimmon juice, but again, such brown,
persimmon-dyed pillars can only be found in old folk
houses today.

Granted, recent advancements in science have given
rise to diverse materials and have made our lives more
convenient. However, there is much to be said about the
simply admirable wisdom and attitudes of our ancestors
who made thorough use of items in their surroundings
based on proper knowledge of their characteristics and
applied them to daily life.
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